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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the influence of waternal 
predispositions toward sex-appropriaie behavior and the lother's 
response to "feminine" or "lasculine** cues in inf'-'t behavior. In the 
investigation, one 6-ionth-old lale infant was pre& nted to 11 
■others who served as subjects. The infant was dressed as either boy 
(blue clothes) and naied Adai, or dressed in a pink, dress and na«ed 
5eth. The two theories tested -were:, ^1) if lothers react only to the 
infants' cues, their behavior with the child should not differ 
significantly; and (2) \if mothers act on the basis of preconceptions, 
differential treatment of "Beth" and "Adai" would be expected. The 
■others were observed an4 tape recorded while playing with the child 
and interviewed aftfer the play period. The results indicated that 
■others do behave differently toward infants on the basis of the 
infant's perceived sex in the areas of toy choice and social 
stiinlatlon. They do not, however, report consistent observed 
differences in the behavior of boys and girls at 6 uonths of age. 
Also, lothers do not see^ to be aware of their differential treatment 
of ■ale and fenale infants. (SDH) 



ERIC 



fiOUCAf ION A WfitFARfc 
NATIONAL iNSTiTUrt; Of 
tOUC/y ION 

•mi t 0 i ^A ' y Ai Hk . r a ► M*>M 
»ru- Ptwv.iNOw .^*4..Am;.W ONi^«-.'N 

Af to Oil sot k ^-.-VW . t Hfc PMf 

«,fcNT ■* "^AT ON.V .N .T, t 'I 0» 



O'JT. 1 0 1974 



MATERNAL BEHAVIOR AND SEX OF INFANT 
Jerrle Ann will, Patricia Self , and Nancy Datan 
West Virginia University 

Previous research on sex diffe^-ences dealt mainly with 
older children (e.g., Ka-an & Moss, 1962). ;For example. 
rou(?h play is tolerated and encouraored more for boys, while 
girls aro often rewimanded for similar behavior (Sears, 
Maccoby, & Levin, 1957). Research with older child-en 
does not answer the question of the respective influences 
of mother an'l infant on early socialization. 

Studies dealing with inf'^nts, while not numerous, have 
found sex differences in mother-child interactions (Sears, 
et al ., 1957; Moss, 1967; Thoman, Leiderman, & Olson, 1972). 
. Mothorn tend d;o pick up ??irls more often when they cry. 
From three to twelve weekn, male infants are more often held, 
stimul??ted, and aroused by their mothers. Mothers also 
smile at, talk to, and imitate the vocalizations of female 

infants mor often. 

Th-^se stu'lifs, since thev deal with the natural mother- 
chili dyad, do not permit dif Torentiation between the exfects 
of maternal predispositions and the in ants* cues. In an 
area such a-: sex-typin^r, this reciprocal in+',luence rnasks the 
process of chnnnelin.-^ males and f empties into their anpropriate 
roles. Does the mother respond to so-ie "masculirie" or 



The authors acknowledsre wit^i approciation the assi'^tnnce 
of Debrr^i Kanai and Jiil Hirdy, for observing and rating 
■interactions, and Hayno W, R(4gso, for odltoriai comment. 
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"feminine" cues in the infant's behavior, or dobs she impose 
a set of behavioral e'xpectations on the in ant, rojiiardless 

J 

of the-'^cues iDresentod? The present research considers the 
respective influence of the mother's predispositions and the 
infant's cues by presenting; one infant, dressed either as 
a boy or .?;irl. If mothers react to the infant's cues, their 
behavior should not sisni ficantly differ, regardless of the 
external clothinn; cues. If mothers act on the basis of 
precrnceptions , ; differnntigl treatment of the infant would be 
expected, 

METHOD 

Subjects 

The Ss were 11 mothers who had children of both sexes? 
they were experienced in handling- both boys and girls through- 
out infancy. Each mother's youngest child $/as less than 
2h. years old. The sex of the youngest child was distributed 
evenly throu^^hout the two experinontafl groups, insofar as 
possibl?. 

Bxporimental settirm 

Th« Ss wore tested in a roo i containing two chairs and 
a table. Three toys were conveniently placed on the tablet 
a fish, a doll, and a train. All toys were similar in size 
and were made of soft plastic. A tape recorder was placed 
out of S's ran^re of vision} all mother and infant vocalizations 
were recorded. The 3 sat facin^^ a ono-wny rni>"ror approx- 
imately 8 f -^et away. Cne 6-month-old m'alo .in ant was used 
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in all sessions. Five of the mothcJij's saw the baby dressed 

in blue pants and were told that his name was Adam. Six, of 

the mothers saw the infant in a pink drens; tho infant w^g 

introduced as Beth, | \ 

Procedure ' 

The Ss were contacted initially by "^telephone and informed 

that the study concerned chi Id-rearing: practices. When 

S arrived at the experimental setting, the experimenter (E) 

was sittin>? wit!l\the infant. The following instructions 

were read to each Si • - 

I'm not ffoin'? to stay in the room and take 
novcs while you play^with Beth/Adam, because 
I dv-)n't want to disturb you and the baby. So . 
I'll be recordiha: what you say with this tape 
recorder, and I'll be watching through this 
window. I've just changed her/his diaper, and 
she's/he<s been fed. Theire are several toys 
on the table. So you <z.o ahead and play with 
Both/Adam, and I'll be back in a little less than 
ten minutxis. 

The E then placed the infant in S's lap and left S alone with 
the infant. After eicht minutes, E returned and interviewed ot 

mm 

Obsorvat ions • 

The authors devised a ratiner ghoet encompassing two 
major cateeories of maternal behaviors » (a) toy handling 
and (b) auditory, visual, and tactile stimulation. Toy 
handling was subdivided into three categories according to 
th.e "ssumod sex-aDpropriatenoss of thu toyp. , These included 
a doll (female-preferred), a train (male-preferred), and 
a fish (neutral). Auditory stimulation conai'ited of vocalizations 

« 

and visual stimulation consisted of smiling, Tactil.o stimulation 
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encompasnod , thrre hehaviorsi (a) stiniulatinff tho infant's 
face, (b) atim^iilatin^ the infant's body in general, and (o) 
holdine: tho; infant away. ^. , 

Three measures of infant behavior were aljso recordot^j 
(a) cry In? vocalizations, (b) non-crying vocalizations, and 
,(c) smillnfl:. These measures made -possible the assessment of 
correlations between infant behaviors and maternal behaviors 
as a function cf tho perceived sex of the inf'ant. 

Two raters, 'orie of whom was not aware of the true sex 
of the infant, observed all nother-infant interactions through 
the one-way mirror throughout a series of 10-second intervals. 
At the sound of a tape-recorded signal, they noted all behaviors 
which had occurred throughout that interval. The raters 
were allotted 2,5 seconds to record theor observations? 
thus the obser^vations were continuous for ten of every 12. 5 
seconds. Th;; mean interrater reliability for all sessions 

was 89%, Reliability was calculated by summing the number 

of agreements divided by the number of ae-roements plus dis- 
agreements for each 10-seconH block. The tape recorder^ 
was used to measure the frequency of mother and infant 
vocalizatj ons. 

RESULTS 

Observational data / ' 

A separate multivariate analysis of variance was used 
for each of the categories} toy handling and stimulation. 
The overall multivariate tost for toy handling was significant, 
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according' to Roy'r, Maximum Root Criterion (F=6,6f;, df=l/9, 
J9^'.05). Thus, mothers dif.forod in their toy preson tation 
accord: n-3 to the pi^rooived fsex of th<;-; infant, Tho univariate 
■tests showed that froquency af doll handling reached significanc 
at the .06 level (F=4.U5, dj;=l/9). 



.Insorf Table 1 about here 



Mothers '-resented the doll more often to the in 'ant they 
perceived as a female. A trend e>cistod toward more train / 
h-'ndlinff with the pn Ic inf-^nt, but the F test was not 
significant. ?h -re were no differences in handling of the 
fish.* 

T^h,' overall multivariate tffst for stimulation was also . 
significant, accordinc to Roy's Criterion (F=5.40, df=l/9, 
£>.05.). Although none of th.; univariate Ftests reached 
significince , smiling revealed trends in the expected direction. 
Mothers tended to r:mile more at the "female" infant. There 
were no -'poarent rc!X diff erences in frequency of vocalizations, 
touchin.p- th.' infant's faco, touching the infanc's body, or 
hold in", the infant away, 

Product-mom.;nt co^elations w.-re calculated for ill 
varia le'i primarily to de t-jmin.; the r(^lationshi p.i betwei.'n 
infant b»;hTviors and nr^ tern U. b-.h-vinrr, Although none of 
tr." behaviors vTrir-d syst'jmatically accor-Ung to the percoived 
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sex of the infant, crying vvas significantly corr:!-! ted with 
stimulatinf^ clic inf'^nt's body in gonoral .(r= +.75» £ .008), 
Also, noncrying vocalizations corrolatftd si*Tnificantly with 
stim dating tho infant's f-co (r= +.7^, £ .'.008)^ 
Interview data 

The Ss wore first asked if they .could tr;ll that Beth 
was a girl or that Adam was a boy, irrespective of dress. 
Four of the six mothers reported that they couldn't toll that . 
Eo^h was foraalo. The other two mothers said that they 
know that Beth was a e;lrl — one said she was "sweet," and 
girls wer.j swt;eter{ th^^ other said she showed "softer 
crying," a feminine trait. This was particularly surprising, 
since Beth v/as r' ally a boy. . Apparently, mothers react at 
least in part on tho basis of external cues, which influence 
their perception of the infant. Four of the five mothers 
could not tell that Adam was a boyj one reported that she 
knew becauc^e he had "a little boy's face." After being 
de brief od, all mothers wore very surprised to find that tho 
fomal ' inf'^nt was actually a male. 

Even thou.q;h the mothers behav;.-d diffcrTitly toward 
"Bethf'and "Adam," they unanimously stated thaf there was 
no dif f orc.'nce in th ; way six-month .in'^ants ou^ht to act. 
When asked about diff erenc .'s in general In tho behavior of 
girls and boy?] of that a^o, 5 of the 11 mothers reported 
thr t they porceiyod no dlffer-jnces, Furthormor , the anrjwers 
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of the 6 mothcrn who did report differences showed no similarity. 

Thus, thcro wore no consistent reports of sox differences 

in 'the behavior of 6-month infants. ^ • . •= 

A lirp-o majority of the mothers reported that they 
encourai^c"! rou^h -pray with their dau.^hters (9 of 11) and 
doll Dlayine with their sons"(10 of li). Thor^i were no 'pox 
difforoncos in th mothers' reports of pickin^r up their. \ 

I 
1 

childr..'n when they criod, o+: tyuos of --^ainos. introduced, o^, ■ 
of differ.)nces in inric.. pond cnt , aggressive,- an.) energetic \ 
behavior in t^-^ir children at the as^o 'of six months. 

DISCUSSION AND C0iJCL03I0NS 

/ 

The roiul.ts indicate: th-^t mothers do boFlave diffi ilentiy 
toward infants on the' basis of their perceived sex. l.iithefs 
mor.? fr --uently hand the .r^oll to the female and t!\e train' to . 
tho -^ale. Mothers al?.o tend to smile more when they believe 
they -^.rc h'-nMlin;: a fem':;lo, Thus, mothers have begun to 
cn.annci chil-Jrjn into appropriate sex roles by the age of six 
months. Girl--; are su^)joct to-inor-- social stimulation. Also, 
rr,ot»iern r.av. bo-Tun to oncouracT'^ sex-appropriate pactorns 
of. play. 

■tt app. ;:hat th.; mother's expectations influenc ' her 
behavior; r.ot^ .'rr; seom to respond on th»i bii^.s of their 
own prodisprriitioHG, rather tnan the in'^ant's cues. The 
Inf-^nt .nlttod ossontially the rr^m..- behaviors for all mothers, 

yet th;ir tr.a tin-nt of hir, oy- t>^rnat ically differed depending ' 

/' 

/ 
/ 
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on whether he uh8 perceived as male or female* The mothers Imnosed 
their o\m expectatlono on the Infant and treated him accordingly • 
Some mothers even perceived feminine characteristics in his appearance 

4 ■ 

and behavior t/hlch accorded vl':h their expectations. 

Mothers do not report consistent, systematic differences in 
the behavior of boys and pirls at six months of a^e. A malority of 
mothers reported observlnp no differences at all. /^raonR the mothers 

who did report differences, the slnpularlt/y of each anmrer indicates 

/ . 

that the Inlosyncratlc expi^ience of th^ mothers may lead them to 
see Individual differenced hs sex differences. 

Finally, mothers do not seem to be auarc of their differential 
treaf^ent of boys and p:lrls. The mothers* verbal reports and their 
observed behavior differed markedly. Mothers reported that their 
sons were encouraged to play xrlth dolls, yet in the experimental 
settlnp thev handed the doll much more frequently to the "female" 
Infant. Tn c^eneral,! mothers maintained that they treated Infants 
similarly xdthout regard to their sex* botrcver, their behavior was 
observed to differ systeit^atically as a function of the infant's 
perceived sex. Thus, while mothers behave differently toward male 
anJ Fpnrtlo in^ant-q, thoy Ho not rcconnlzG these differences. 
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Table 1 

Toy Pr 0 § on t'i-,t. ion ^.nd Maternal Stimulation 
IS roinod to Perceived Sox of Infant 



Varial^lo 



Moan number of occurrences 



Toy presentation ^ 
Doll 
Train ' 

Pish 

I 

Stimulation ... i ■ 

\ I 

Vocalizations 
Snilins; . 

Touching infant's face 

Touching infant's body in fj^oneral 

Holiing infant away 



"Female' 
■■ '.h=6 



9.33 
8.17 
3.5P 

30.67 
15.83 

1.17 
. 8.00 

0.83 



"Male" 
n=5 



3.00 
12.^0 
3.^0 

31.^0 
9.80 
0.60 
6.00 
1.40 
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